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A crew of airmen from the 4th Equipment Maintenance Squadron munitions flight drive onto the flightline
through flood waters caused by Hurricane Matthew, Oct. 11, 2016, at Seymour Johnson Air Force Base, North
Carolina. (Air Force/Sr. Airman Brittain Crolley)

On the morning of Aug. 29, the Louisiana National Guard’s 256th Infantry Brigade Combat

Team found itself watching from Iraq as a major hurricane barreled towards the state’s
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southeastern coast.
That was the situation Saturday as Hurricane Ida made landfall. More than 2,400 troops,
and the state’s largest unit, were gone amid a 100 percent hurricane mobilization ordered

by Louisiana Gov. John Bel Edwards.

But this had happened before — with the 256th deployed to Iraqg, and the same landfall
date.

The year was 2005. The hurricane: Katrina.

And the California National Guard faces a similar situation in its wildfire response, with

the 40th Combat Aviation Brigade currently in Iraq and Kuwait, as well.

“Our aviation brigade from California is currently deployed to the Middle East,” explained

Maj. Gen. David Baldwin, California’s adjutant general, in a Wednesday phone conference.

The deployments have caused Louisiana and California to lean on the Guard units of other

states for support, senior officials said in the teleconference.

The Guard anticipated these contingencies and planned for them, said National Guard

Bureau chief Gen. Daniel Hokanson.

“With our states [that are] most prone to hurricanes, we have an All-Hazards conference
in the summer,” Hokanson told Army Times. “We take a look at each of the states and
those units that are deployed...[and identify] units that could fill a lot of the capabilities
that [the deployed units] would normally provide.”

For Louisiana, this meant calling on at least 15 other states to contribute troops through

the Emergency Management Assistance Compact, a planning framework for states to loan

National Guard and other disaster response support to requesting states.
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“We’ve taken that plan and we’re executing that plan,” said Maj. Gen. Lee Hopkins, the
state’s assistant adjutant general. “Fifteen states have committed...and more are available

if we need it.”

Those troops will flow into Louisiana beginning Thursday, Hopkins noted. They will join

the thousands of guardsmen already there, growing their ranks to about 8,000.

A soldier with the Decatur-based 170th Military Police Battalion, 201st Regional Support Group, Georgia Army
National Guard prepares to join a convoy of vehicles bound for Louisiana for Hurricane Ida response Sept. 1,
2021, in Decatur, Georgia. (Army/Maj. William Carraway)

Hopkins said their missions include search and rescue, cleanup, providing security to

damaged areas, road assessment and clearing, food and water distribution.

California coordinated with NGB and the National Interagency Fire Center to create a

similar plan for wildfire season, Hokanson said.

https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2021/09/02/new-normal-how-the-guard-is-fighting-worsening-natural-disasters-amid-deployments/ 3/9


https://www.army.mil/article/249896/national_guard_responds_in_force_to_hurricane_ida

4/2/24, 12:48 PM New normal? How the Guard is fighting worsening natural disasters amid deployments
“This is the first year that we’ve really taken the opportunity similar to hurricanes,” added
the NGB chief. “We identified the fact that the [40th CAB] would be gone. And so states
across the country identified air crews [and] trained them in advance so that, as California

needs them, they can get there in a timely manner.”

The crisis isn’t likely to end soon. In fact, it will probably keep occurring on an annual

basis, he said.

“Twenty or 30 years ago, a big fire was a 20,000 acre fire that burned for several weeks,”

Baldwin observed.

These days, a big fire can burn that much in a single day.

Aviation assets play a critical role in the state’s wildfire response, explained Baldwin, the
state’s senior general. The more than 1,300 troops’ other efforts include manning ground

fire crews, traffic control, satellite observation, evacuations and security for burned areas.

To fulfill the demand, though, California has had to draw troops from 10 other states, in

addition to requesting assistance from the active-duty Army and the Air Force Reserve.
How to reduce the strain

Baldwin, California’s senior general, said the problem was exacerbated for his state by not
having enough troops. He has one guardsman for every 147 Californians, whereas the
average soldier-to-population ratio across the Guards of other states and territories is

one-to-47.

The state simply doesn’t have enough troops, he said, and that’s causing “a strain on the

formations that we have to go back to...time and time again to respond [to emergencies].”
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A handcrew from the California National Guard's Joint Task Force 578 fights the Dixie Fire as part of the
mutual aid system in support of CAL FIRE, Aug. 16, 2021, in Northern California. (Army/1st Sgt. Harley
Ramirez)

But some commenters have highlighted another potential solution: Slowing down the

Guard’s pace of overseas deployments or ending them altogether.

“The [Defense Department] should undertake a study of [federal] mobilizations of the
Guard in the past 20 years and contrast their findings with the stated mission of the

reserve component as ‘an uncommitted force kept aside for use in the event of an

emergency,” argued Center for a New American Security researcher Nathalie Grogan in a

recent opinion article.

Grogan contends that the Guard “cannot be expected to function at the level of the active-
duty force with fewer resources,” and either “must return to its stated emergency mission

or be appropriated the funds necessary to assume the increased mission.”

And after two decades of Guard deployments throughout the wars in Iraq and

Afghanistan, a handful of state legislators around the country have introduced legislative
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proposals intended to block their respective Guards from deploying overseas absent a

formal congressional declaration of war.

Former Guard officials have previously said those proposals could dramatically affect the
federal funding that allows its units to have the training and equipment to accomplish a

secondary disaster response mission.
Hokanson remains focused on the mission as it currently stands, though.

“We have to do our federal [overseas] mission. That’s the whole reason the Guard exists,”
he said. “But we’re also well aware of those natural disasters or recurring disasters we

have to be ready for.”
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In Other News >

New materials launched for Every Sailor is a Recruiter program

The service is looking to have sailors in the fleet help alleviate an historic
recruiting shortfall.

Archaeological site discovered at Holloman Air Force Base

Members of the 49th Civil Engineer Squadron uncovered a campsite in
early March that's about 8,200 years old.
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